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Abstract
The relationship between poverty caused by social security payments below the
poverty line and poor wellbeing among recipients has long been established in
academic research. In April 2020, recipients of Australia’s main unemployment
benefit, Newstart, were temporarily lifted out of poverty due to their transition onto
JobSeeker, a payment implemented to support Australian workers affected by the
coronavirus pandemic lockdowns in the first wave of the pandemic in 2020. This
study sought to understand the experiences of wellbeing that receiving this increased
payment and being embedded within a change policy framework engendered for
participants who transitioned from Newstart to JobSeeker. To do so, the study
examined experiences of wellbeing on Newstart and charts changes in wellbeing
upon receiving the increased JobSeeker rate. A phenomenological design was used,
producing qualitative data through interviews with four participants analysed using
Colaizzi’s thematic analysis and critical discourse analysis.
The central finding of the study was that income and the discursive
positioning of the welfare recipient were significant gatekeepers to wellbeing: when
participants were lifted out of poverty and accompanying narratives in policy and
society surrounding what it means to be a welfare recipient shifted, participants’
wellbeing increased in all domains. The study supports previous research suggesting
that an income below the poverty line is associated with low wellbeing, and that the
dominant discourse in Australia of welfare recipients is a negative one, underpinned
by neoliberal discourse, which also results in low wellbeing for participants. The
implementation of JobSeeker and its accompanying discursive shift led to improved
wellbeing for all participants. The higher income and changed perception of welfare
recipients in discourse alleviated financial hardship and poverty stigma which
resulted in improved wellbeing. Participants experienced increased self-efficacy in
their ability to meet their wellbeing needs and in securing their long-term wellbeing
through future-focused choices. The findings demonstrate that level of income and
discourse of welfare recipients in Australia are gatekeepers to wellbeing through
their impact on participants’ financial situations and the positioning of them in
society, with positive changes seen in 2020 leading to a reduction of poverty
experiences and feelings of inclusion into society.

i

This study was framed by a transformative worldview and a critical
theoretical approach; previous literature on the inefficiency of and harm caused by
Newstart, and the current literature on wellbeing improvements when receiving
JobSeeker along with the results of this study, help shape the current study as
advocacy for payments that support a basic standard of living. Results of this study
serve as further evidence towards the necessity of increasing the JobSeeker rate
above the poverty line and shifting to discourse that humanises the welfare recipient,
ensuring that those accessing Australia’s social security system are protected from
poverty and supported in their engagement with society.
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Introduction
Social security payments in Australia are designed to assist people in
achieving a basic standard of living while they are unable to work or to find work
(Services Australia, 2021). Newstart was the primary unemployment benefit prior to
its redevelopment as JobSeeker in March 2020. For the past two decades, Newstart
was below the poverty line, defined as half the median household income of the total
population by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020), for single recipients (Australian
Council of Social Services, 2018) despite years of research into the hardship
experienced by recipients and advocacy campaigns calling for the rate to be raised
(Davidson, 2008; Klein et al., 2021). Indeed, numerous studies have shown that
Newstart recipients were living in poverty, defined as a state of deprivation and
social exclusion with the inability to access resources and participate in society
(Reeves et al., 2019). Experiences of financial hardship resulted in reduced
wellbeing for many (Engles et al., 2012; Kiely & Butterworth, 2014; Mendes, 2015),
with wellbeing best conceptualised as multifaceted with objective and subjective
domains. This suggests the failure of the main unemployment income support to
provide a basic standard of living.
In April 2020, under the shadow of nation-wide lockdowns impacting
national economic prospects, Australia transitioned to the new unemployment
benefit of JobSeeker, a payment including a coronavirus supplement, which lifted
the fortnightly payment above the poverty line. However, the supplement was a
temporary response and was reduced in September 2020 and removed completely by
the end of March 2021. An increase to the base rate was introduced in April 2021;
however, JobSeeker is now significantly below the poverty line of $457 a week
(Australian Council of Social Services, 2020a) at $310.40 a week (Services
Australia, 2021). Literature suggests a higher payment rate would be beneficial for
people’s wellbeing; this is supported by the limited research into JobSeeker
experiences during 2020. Consistent with past literature on the examination of
increased payment generosity and increased wellbeing in OECD countries (HillerBrown et al., 2019), the two studies to date on JobSeeker experiences affirm the
increase of wellbeing for welfare recipients (Australian Council of Social Services,
2020b; Klein et al. 2021) which was directly attributed to the higher rate of pay
(Klein et al. 2021).
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A review of the literature suggested a meaningful standard of policy
evaluation should include examination of lived experience of vulnerable cohorts
through qualitative research (McKeever & Walsh, 2019; McKenzie et al., 2019) and
that a phenomenological design in particular could be used to explore experiences
and meaning making of poverty (Reeves et al., 2019). Morris and Wilson (2014)
highlighted how the experience of attempting to live on Australia’s income support
payments remained under-researched, and research by Hiller-Brown et al. (2019)
recommended examining changes in payment generosity and its impacts on
wellbeing in different welfare contexts. Research by Klein et al. (2021) identified the
need to measure changes in wellbeing prior to, during and post supplement periods,
in addition to deeper exploration through the use of interviews.
This demonstrates the need to go beyond simply financial evaluation to view
wellbeing holistically as a multifaceted concept that examines areas of mental and
physical health, social and community engagement, financial health, material
resources, and self-evaluations. Modelling by Grudnoff (2020) showed potentially
millions engaged with the social security system facing poverty conditions in 2021
due to the reduction of JobSeeker. Literature of experiences on an unemployment
benefit above the poverty line is limited due to the phenomena occurring only
recently and for the first time in Australia’s history.
My personal experience with the social security system involved receiving
Youth Allowance while studying my undergraduate degree, and later being engaged
with a job service provider; I also lived with my mother at the time, who received
Newstart and eventually transitioned to the Disability Support Pension. Our negative
experiences were not the exception to the rule but the norm; echoed online, in the
media, and in research reports evaluating Australia’s social security system (Mendes,
2015). My personal experiences of accessing social security payments have shaped
my perceptions of what it means to receive income support; therefore, my
interpretations are more easily influenced to find supporting evidence of what I
already believe to be true. However, I have not directly experienced the phenomena
involved in this study.
This Honours project aimed to explore the lived experience of receiving an
unemployment benefit above the poverty line, and what this meant for people in
terms of their wellbeing. The transition from Newstart to JobSeeker during June and
September 2020 in Perth provided a unique opportunity to explore this, as this was a
2

period reflecting near normal life due to absence of lockdown conditions. The
purpose of this phenomenological research was to understand the experience of an
income support payment above the poverty line and its impact on wellbeing for
JobSeeker recipients in Perth during this period. Based on thematic and critical
discourse analysis of participants’ experiences, the study found that both income and
dominant discourses of welfare recipients in Australia acted as gatekeepers to
participants’ wellbeing; the implementation of JobSeeker above the poverty line and
a discursive shift from the underpinning of neoliberal values of self-reliance to
acknowledgment of the social context of disadvantage during the pandemic led to
increased wellbeing across all domains for all participants.
This study was framed by a transformative worldview and critical theory. A
transformative worldview is taken as research and knowledge is not neutral; the
purpose of research and action taken is to improve society, and therefore the issues
in society faced by marginalised groups are of primary importance (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Critical theory is concerned with areas of inequality and empowerment and
analysis of structural relationships of power (Mills et al., 2010); research findings are
therefore useful for social justice advocacy (Creswell, 2014). To ensure the
efficiency of Australia’s social security system for our most vulnerable populations,
it is imperative that policy be grounded in the lived experience of those receiving
income support payments. The purpose of this research was to understand the
phenomenon of wellbeing for welfare recipients receiving JobSeeker in 2020 in the
broader social context of poverty and social security experiences in Australia. In
light of the present findings, and in line with the transformative approach taken, this
thesis supports a return to JobSeeker above the poverty line and a discursive shift to
valuing welfare recipients and positioning them inclusively within society.
Research Question
What were the experiences of wellbeing for JobSeeker recipients between June and
September 2020 in Perth?
Subquestions
1. What did the increased payment mean to people who were previously on
Newstart in relation to their wellbeing?
2. How did people describe their wellbeing on the increased JobSeeker rate?
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Literature Review
Experiences of poverty and of Australia’s social security system have been explored
in the literature, which outlines the interplay between inadequate income support,
financial hardship, and reduced wellbeing (Engels et al., 2012; Kiely & Butterworth,
2014; Mendes, 2015), and where wellbeing is best described as a multifaceted
concept involving both objective and subjective domains. Newstart remained below
the poverty line from 1991 until the government implemented the new payment of
JobSeeker in April 2020. Newstart was a weekly minimum payment of $277.85
designed to engage people above 22 years old with employment; this was below
Australia’s most official poverty line from the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) at $457 a week (Australian Council of
Social Services, 2020a). JobSeeker was implemented at $557.85 a week due to the
inclusion of a coronavirus supplement; this temporary measure provided income
above the poverty line until its subsequent reduction in March 2021 to $282.85 a
week due to the termination of the supplement (Services Australia, 2021).
Examining wellbeing is central to the understanding of people’s lived
experiences of receiving income support payments in Australia. Measures of
wellbeing include both material resources and individual life evaluations (Fors &
Kulin, 2016; Visram et al. 2017). Research into wellbeing and income support takes
a multidimensional poverty perspective (Reeves et al., 2019; Schrader, 2004) using
common methods such as analysis of panel data and online surveys (Callander &
Schofield, 2016; Kiely & Butterworth, 2013a) and qualitative studies (McKenzie et
al., 2019; Morris & Wilson, 2014). Research suggested that changes in payment
generosity and in different social security contexts could be examined in terms of
recipient wellbeing. The literature suggests that experiences of attempting to live on
income support payments remain under researched; recommendations for future
research include the use of qualitative studies with phenomenological designs to
ground research in people’s lived experience of poverty and social security, in order
to achieve meaningful policy evaluation and social reform (Reeves et al. 2019).
The aim of this research is to explore experiences of wellbeing for previous
recipients of Newstart who transitioned onto Jobseeker. The following review
examines the literature on the concepts of wellbeing, poverty in Australia and effects
on wellbeing, assessing the adequacy of the social security system, experiences of
4

Newstart, literature examining increased payment rates and effects across OECD
countries, and current research regarding JobSeeker and the wellbeing of its
recipients.
Definitions of Wellbeing
Wellbeing is a multifaceted concept involving a combination of objective and
subjective dimensions relating to material resources and socioeconomic factors,
evaluations of life satisfaction, and the presence of positive and negative emotions.
The literature revealed that the best framework to implement in research that seeks to
understand wellbeing effects of government policy is one that explores wellbeing as
multidimensional. Visram et al. (2017) examined associations between wellbeing,
self-rated health and social capital amongst 233 residents of a socioeconomically
disadvantaged town in Northern England. A participatory action research approach
was used to generate estimates of population characteristics associated with
wellbeing, finding that low wellbeing was strongly associated with poor health and
social isolation. Wellbeing was described as having an objective component,
referring to material resources, and a subjective component, describing how people
felt and functioned.
Similarly, Western and Tomaszewski (2016) explored relationships between
objective wellbeing and subjective wellbeing, and how these dimensions were
associated with inequality. Objective wellbeing was described as measures of
material resources and social attributes, with subjective wellbeing defined as life
satisfaction measured on a single-item life satisfaction scale. Through Western and
Tomaszewski’s (2016) analysis of the 2008-2010 Queensland household panel data
study, they found that disadvantaged demographics experienced worse objective
wellbeing which was strongly associated with subjective wellbeing; however, they
lacked enough data to determine whether long term changes in objective wellbeing
had long term effects on subjective wellbeing.
Fors and Kulin (2016) utilised a new measurement of subjective wellbeing,
affective wellbeing, which combined both the presence of pleasant and unpleasant
feelings with individuals’ cognitive assessments to better capture wellbeing as a
multifaceted phenomenon. Using this new definition, Fors and Kulin (2016) used
separate rankings of countries’ life satisfaction and affective wellbeing from a
European Social Survey data from 2006; results showed that rankings differed
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depending on type of wellbeing examined, a variance explained by the fact that selfreported ratings of life satisfaction are susceptible to social biases. This is supported
by Churchill and Smyth’s (2019) longitudinal analysis of transport poverty and
wellbeing using data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey, where subjective wellbeing was measured using a single-item life
satisfaction scale and was found to decline when participants experienced difficulty
affording transport costs. While single-item scales serve as proxies for subjective
wellbeing in large-scale surveys, it lacks validity as a measure of subjective
wellbeing, suggesting alternative measures of wellbeing are needed (Churchill &
Smyth, 2019).
A holistic approach to wellbeing is supported by Gillett-Swan and Sargeant’s
(2015) literature review which presented the concept of accrued wellbeing in answer
to the inadequacy of subjective wellbeing alone as a measure of wellbeing. Accrued
wellbeing was defined as an individual’s capacity to cope over time with the
fluctuating nature of resources available and challenges faced in physical, emotional,
cognitive, environmental, social and socioeconomic domains.
Poverty in Australia
Inadequate income is an important factor in the interplay between poverty and
wellbeing; lack of income can be conceptualised as deprivation in itself and leads to
poor wellbeing due to a person’s inability to afford a basic standard of living,
including participation in society (Reeves et al., 2019). Originally described as the
most official measure of adequate income, The Henderson Poverty Line was
established in 1973 by a government inquiry into poverty in Australia (Grudnoff,
2020). However, it was also described as rarely applying to both legal and social
policy settings (McKeever & Walsh, 2019). The Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has an official measure of poverty as half
the median household income of the country’s total population; in 2020, this was
$457 a week for Australia (Australian Council of Social Services, 2020a).
Reeves et al. (2019) explored how Australian poverty research commonly
takes an income-based poverty line perspective that neglects people’s experiences of
other disadvantages and resources that contribute to standard of living. Reeves et al.
(2019) described Townsend’s (1979, as cited in Reeves et al., 2019) relative
deprivation approach with poverty defined as an inability to access resources and
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fulfil the right to participate in society through deprivation and social exclusion,
whereas the poverty line posits poverty as lacking sufficient income to achieve a
standard of living. This is then followed by Sen’s (1999, as cited in Reeves et al.,
2019) multidimensional poverty perspective that focuses on different dimensions of
deprivation and poverty for a holistic perspective of poverty and wellbeing beyond
level of income.
A multidimensional poverty perspective is supported by earlier literature
such as Schrader’s (2004) submission from the Doctors Reform Society to an
Australian Senate inquiry into poverty and hardship, which examined how
government policy influenced access to healthcare and how this affected those
experiencing poverty and wealth respectively. Schrader (2004) described poverty
experiences as relative, stating that as there are other social determinants of health,
income above or below a certain line does not determine experiences of reduced
wellbeing in this sole domain. Martinez and Perales (2017) stated that while income
deprivation is one factor of disadvantage alongside other forms of deprivation and
social exclusion, it acts as a gatekeeper to participation in society, and therefore
poverty can be conceptualised as not just a lack of income but a lack of ability to
meet a standard of living, consistent with Townsend’s relative deprivation approach
to poverty experiences (Reeves et al., 2019).
A longitudinal analysis by Kiely and Butterworth (2013a) examined how
income support payments and payment transitions predicted changes in mental
health over time, in order to estimate the proportion of risk of problems due to
financial factors alone. Data from the HILDA survey with over 1000 participants
across 9 years was used, with mental health measured on a SF36 scale, described as
a valid proxy for common disorders (Kiely & Butterworth, 2013a). Participants
receiving disability, unemployment and parenting payments had worse mental health
than those never receiving payments; 21% of the increased risk was attributed to
income after controlling for other factors such as health, with one fifth of Newstart
recipients experiencing worse mental health solely due to financial hardship (Kiely
& Butterworth, 2013a, p. 589). Levels of income support payments to these three
groups were insufficient for affording essentials, resulting in poverty and thus
reduced wellbeing in the domain of mental health.
Callander and Schofield’s (2016) research into the influence of poverty on
feelings of self-efficacy demonstrate that self-efficacy, defined as a sense of control
7

in events and outcomes in one’s life, has important implications for physical and
mental health outcomes. The authors examined the Australian HILDA survey on
participants of working age across 2007-2011 who self-rated levels of self-efficacy
on the Pearlin and Schooler Mastery Scale, discovering that income contributed to
3% of the variance found in rates of self-efficacy for those in poverty compared to
those who had never experienced poverty, while controlling for other factors such as
poor health and low education. Callander and Schofield (2016) stated that poor
mental and physical health and poverty have an interdependent relationship,
supporting both the multidimensional poverty perspective as well as exploring areas
of wellbeing that can be directly influenced by income levels and through the
mechanism of recipients’ sense of self-efficacy.
Reeves et al. (2019) argued for phenomenologically focused qualitative
studies to further explore people’s experiences and sense-making of poverty. Current
poverty research relying on panel data and surveys exploring factors of poverty,
illustrated by the majority of literature reviewed thus far, can be disconnected from
the experience of poverty, hindering efforts to achieve meaningful social reform.
Australia’s Social Security System
Current literature suggests that income and institutional stigma are the two key
factors in the mechanism behind policy effects on various wellbeing domains in
liberal welfare states such as Australia (Bambra & Eikemo, 2008). Low wellbeing
amongst particular groups in society such as those living in low socioeconomic
neighbourhoods has been reported in the literature, with regard to their receipt of
inadequate unemployment income support payments (Visram et al., 2017; Kiely &
Butterworth, 2013a). Research by Schofield and Butterworth (2015) identifies that
the dominant discourse of welfare recipients in Australia is a negative one; their
investigation into patterns of welfare attitudes in Australia found that ideas of
‘deservingness’ of government support were framed in individualistic terms, as
welfare recipients were positioned as behaviourally lacking, and therefore the
emphasis was on their obligation to become economically independent through paid
employment, which led to welfare recipients experiencing stigma. Related literature
also suggests examining, through qualitative research in particular, the lived
experience of vulnerable cohorts as a meaningful standard of evaluating policy
(Morris & Wilson, 2014; McKeever & Walsh, 2019; McKenzie et al., 2019).
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Research has shown that negative discourses surrounding welfare recipients
are particularly evident in liberal states (McGann et al., 2020) compared to social
democratic regimes (Roberts, 2017; Schofield et al., 2019) where neoliberal policy
frameworks embed a preference for free market and limited government intervention
(Mendes, 2020). Here welfare is seen as an individual responsibility, with paid
employment positioned as the foundation of dignity, as independence from the
government is highly valued (Mendes, 2015). The source of social disadvantage is
therefore viewed through this individualistic lens, where responsibility for poverty is
attributed to the unemployed while structural factors are ignored (Agllias et al.,
2016).
The Fair Work organisation is an independent body that assesses the
adequacy of minimum wage in Australia; there is no similar organisation addressing
the adequacy of social security payments (Baum & Duvnjak, 2013). In the absence
of a common law definition of poverty there is no legal basis for the Australian
government to protect its population from experiencing financial hardship
(McKeever & Walsh, 2019). A government report reviewed in a case study by
Mendes (2015) on Australia’s welfare state reforms acknowledged allowance rates
for Newstart were insufficient in providing an acceptable standard of living without
recipients accessing other means of financial support. Mendes further reviewed
Australia’s Newstart allowance in a more recent discussion paper, stating that
Newstart was the second lowest replacement rate payment compared to other
countries in the OECD (Mendes, 2020).
Najman et al. (2019) explored family poverty trends in a longitudinal birth
cohort study in Brisbane, Australia with over 2000 families over a 30-year period.
Poverty was defined by the OECD poverty line. Findings included that 20% of
families were affected by poverty with a range of diminished life prospects due to
financial hardship (Najman et al., 2019, p. 1). A small minority experienced chronic
poverty; namely single mothers, the unemployed, and those with a disability.
Najman et al. (2019) suggested this is reflective of inadequacy of social security
payments, a suggestion supported by Bourova et al. (2019) and their research into
experiences of Australians unable to pay debt. A large-scale study was conducted
with an online panel survey of over 1000 participants, with 43.6% receiving
Centrelink payments and 15.9% of whom received Newstart (Bourova et al., 2019,
pp. 196-199) They found that there was a heightened risk of debt issues for
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Centrelink recipients compared to the rest of the population, with participants
already struggling in areas of health, relationships, social inclusion, and affording
essentials cutting back further in these domains in order to pay back debt. Bourova et
al. (2019) suggested that a higher income would serve as protection against severe
and recurring debt.
The wellbeing implications of living in adverse socioeconomic conditions in
Australia has been reported on previously (Baum & Duvnjak, 2013; Simpson et al.,
2021), and the wellbeing implications of welfare discourse suggested by Reutter et
al.’s (2009) research into perceptions and responses to poverty stigma by lowincome people in Canada, demonstrated that poverty stigma resulted in negative
health outcomes especially pertaining to emotional wellbeing. The literature testifies
to the inadequacy of Newstart (McKeever & Walsh, 2019) and the harms of
institutionalised stigma in liberal welfare states such as Australia (Bambra &
Eikemo, 2008).
An Australian senate enquiry explored by Mendes (2020) reported that a lack
of financial resources compromised people’s ability to fulfil basic needs, with
poverty entrenched by inadequate payments and contributing to reduced wellbeing.
Morris and Wilson (2014) explored the lived experiences of Newstart recipients in
Sydney using mixed methods research consisting of a survey and semi-structured
interviews with 20 participants. Findings of multidimensional and chronic
deprivation among areas of wellbeing are consistent with previous research; poverty
experiences have been associated with income insufficient for maintaining a
minimally accepted standard of living. Morris and Wilson (2014) suggested that the
experience of attempting to live on Newstart remained under-researched; a review of
the literature in 2021 demonstrates that this is still the case.
Wellbeing on Higher Generosity Payments
Poverty in Australia caused by inadequate social security payments, leading to
recipients turning to emergency financial relief, can be addressed by increasing
payment rates. This is a recommendation found throughout the literature reviewed,
as myriad articles suggest future welfare forms consider the adverse health effects of
inadequate payments (Engels et al., 2012; Jovanovski & Cook, 2020; Kiely &
Butterworth, 2013b; Kiely & Butterworth, 2014; McKenzie et al., 2019; McKeever
& Walsh, 2019; Morris & Wilson, 2014; Tay & Kuykendall, 2013). The Australian
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Council of Social Services has campaigned to raise the rate of Newstart, with a
prediction that an increase in social security benefits would improve the wellbeing of
recipients (Australian Council of Social Services, 2020b).
A systematic review by O’Campo et al. (2015) into how unemployment
insurance (UI) policies impacted health and poverty during the previous decade
explored types of UI in OECD countries; this study did not examine Australia but
found that generous UI systems help alleviate poverty, having positive mental health
effects for both the employed and unemployed in countries studied. This review
proposes that UI policies impact poverty and health due to the three factors of
eligibility, generosity and duration of social security payments. Simpson et al. (2021)
also found that expansionary policies decrease health inequalities and are associated
with improvements in mental wellbeing in OECD countries including Australia.
Hiller-Brown et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review into social
protection policies on health inequalities in OECD countries. Evidence of positive
policy interventions on health outcomes for countries outside Australia were of low
quality and limited generalisability; however, these findings were explained by the
factor of benefit generosity, as the increases in income reviewed were not
substantial, leading to Hiller-Brown et al. (2019) suggesting that larger payments
may lead to more significant health outcomes. It was also suggested by Hiller-Brown
et al. (2019) that future research should examine how changes in payment generosity
impact the wellbeing of recipients in different social security contexts, with the
introduction of JobSeeker in Australia serving as an example of a payment increased
substantially above the poverty line.
Modelling by Grudnoff (2020) showed that 425 000 people were lifted out of
poverty when JobSeeker was introduced. The Australian Council of Social Services
(2020b) explored survey data of 955 Australians receiving the Coronavirus
Supplement in 2020, including those on JobSeeker, focusing on changes in
wellbeing; their findings showed significantly reduced levels of poverty and
hardship due to the increased benefit generosity, a finding consistent with the
literature (Mendes, 2020). Klein et al. (2021) explored how recipients of both the
coronavirus supplement and suspensions of mutual obligations used their money and
time, surveying 173 people, 92 who received the supplement (34 of whom received
JobSeeker) and 81 who did not receive the supplement. Qualitative questions
allowed insight into subjective wellbeing alongside objective wellbeing explored
11

through quantitative data. Klein et al. (2021) found that wellbeing amongst
participants improved in domains of affording basic living essentials, improved
physical and mental health, increased economic engagement, increased community
and social engagement, and increased financial security. Interestingly, these results
were more prevalent for those on Centrelink receiving the supplement than those on
Centrelink who did not receive the supplement, despite both experiencing a
suspension of mutual obligations, suggesting that wellbeing was improved on the
basis of increased income alone.
Klein et al.’s (2021) study suggested measuring how lockdown conditions
and absence of lockdown conditions impacted people’s use of money and time.
However, Klein et al. (2021) stated that improved wellbeing for JobSeeker recipients
during a time of global crisis and economic insecurity for other populations suggests
that poverty and low wellbeing previously experienced by this cohort was directly
attributed to the low prior payment of Newstart. Klein et al. (2021) highlighted that
the research did not measure changes in wellbeing prior to, during and post
supplement periods, and how research would have included larger samples of
recipients with interviews if conditions had allowed. In line with the current
literature regarding wellbeing on social security payments such as the prior Newstart
and current JobSeeker rates, Grundoff (2020) concluded that multidimensional
poverty can have lifelong effects across all domains of wellbeing, and it is worth
reviewing this evidence in terms of welfare reform going forward.
Conclusion
Reviews of Australia’s social security system point to the inadequacy of
unemployment benefits in providing the resources required for basic needs and the
harmful dominant discourse of welfare recipients, leading to experiences of poverty
and reduced wellbeing across all domains. Current research culminates in a call for
payments of higher generosity, such as by increasing welfare payments above the
poverty line for improved wellbeing. Wellbeing has commonly been measured as
separate objective and subjective components using single-item scales that have been
identified as lacking validity (Churchill & Smith, 2019). Conceptualising wellbeing
as multifaceted and exploring wellbeing across all objective and subjective domains
is suggested to provide a holistic understanding (Gillett-Swan & Sargeant, 2015).
Poverty and wellbeing have interdependent relationships that fluctuate; however, the
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literature highlights direct, negative associations of wellbeing with inadequate
incomes among groups such as those receiving unemployment income support
payments.
Experiences of JobSeeker were explored in two studies through online
surveys, both finding a reduction of poverty and an increase in wellbeing. Gaps in
the literature identified include the lack of a formal means by which to assess the
adequacy of unemployment payments, with multiple sources recommending that
future research investigate lived experiences of income support receipt through
qualitative means. With potentially millions of Australians engaged in the social
security system facing poverty in 2021 due to the reduction of JobSeeker below the
poverty line, it is essential to further examine the lived experiences of those
receiving JobSeeker in 2020, adding to the literature and current discourse that
increasing payments above the poverty line leads to increased overall wellbeing.

Methodology
A transformative worldview was taken in this research project. This framework
posits research as reflecting power and social relationships within society, involving
an action agenda for societal improvements, and focusing on issues faced by
marginalised individuals and communities through examination of their lived
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). While postpositivism overlooks marginalised
groups and constructivism lacks sufficient change advocacy, transformative research
is not neutral; researchers must work collaboratively to avoid further marginalising
participants (Creswell, 2014). This therefore frames the current research as a
phenomenological study informed by critical theory, in order to capture the essence
of lived experience and utilise this for social change.
Phenomenology explores the essence of a phenomena, the reduction of lived
experience to a composite description of what participants experienced and how they
experienced it, known as the textural and structural descriptions respectively; focus
on both elements allows this research to consolidate an overall description of the
essence of wellbeing of participants. This study also made use of transcendental
phenomenology, which involved the process of bracketing as described by van
Manen; a process of setting aside researcher bias to focus on examining participants’
lived experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Involving marginalised individuals in
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research that seeks to explore their lived experience helps raise awareness of social
issues and can provide a voice for participants.
A critical theoretical approach was also taken; addressing areas of inequality
such as socioeconomic class, as issues of power and inequality are crucial for
understanding experience and can be understood through the analysis of discourse
(Mills et al., 2010). Critical theory holds that belief systems and social
representations in cognition are formed through discourse, which in turn influence
actions and shape social reality (Tenorio, 2011). This perspective influences research
to be designed in such a way that changes underlying power structures (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
Qualitative data collection occurred through audiorecorded semi-structured
interviews, the transcripts of which served as primary data sources (Given, 2008). Indepth interviews are an important data collection technique as they allow for
knowledge co-constructed between the participant and the researcher, to be able to
describe the meaning of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews were
conducted via telephone to accommodate the varying circumstances and accessibility
of recipients.
This study used purposive and convenience sampling; there were four
participants aged over 18 years old who were on Newstart for a minimum of six
months prior to March 2020 and experienced the transition onto JobSeeker living in
Perth, Australia. Participants were recruited through convenience sampling through
the posting of research flyers in community organisations and by service agencies,
along with posts on social media platforms. Multiple recruitment strategies were
chosen to obtain a larger sample of suitable participants (Given, 2008). Transcribed
interviews were analysed using Colaizzi’s thematic analysis (Morrow et al., 2015)
and critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA examines power structures maintained
by discourse in society at a socio-political level, which is revealed through
participants’ experiences of this discourse. Fairclough emphasised three levels of
analysis when examining discourse, such as the text, the discursive practice, and the
sociocultural practice (Salkind, 2010). The aim of CDA is to examine how
discourses influence and maintain ideology; an understanding of how discourse is
underpinned by ideology positions the researcher to argue for change (Bischoping &
Gazso, 2016).
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Findings
Significant statements were identified from the transcripts of interviews with four
participants. Meanings were formulated from these statements using Colaizzi’s
thematic analysis, resulting in several categories from which five main themes
emerged capturing the phenomena of wellbeing experiences for recipients of the
2020 JobSeeker payment. The five themes that emerged include: experiences of
negative wellbeing on an income below the poverty line; financial and emotional
wellbeing improvements on an income above the poverty line due to stress relief and
increased self-efficacy; experiences of multidimensional poverty revealing income to
be a gatekeeper to wellbeing, and experiences of dominant discourse in Australia’s
social security system as negatively impacting on wellbeing. In order to examine the
changes to wellbeing on JobSeeker, this chapter first explores participants’ wellbeing
experiences on Newstart, resulting in a deeper insight into the wellbeing changes on
JobSeeker and the mechanisms behind these findings. The two overarching themes
of income and discourse as gatekeepers to wellbeing are analysed in the discussion
following the presentation of the results of this study.

Theme 1: “It really takes a toll on you” Newstart and Wellbeing
All participants identified experiences of low wellbeing while in receipt of the
Newstart benefit that was originally below the poverty line. Wellbeing in this thesis
refers to both material and subjective areas combined; these include elements to
wellbeing such as financial, physical, mental, and social health, and emotional
wellbeing and cognitive appraisal of one’s own wellbeing. The data revealed two
significant experiences of wellbeing while previously receiving a low income,
firstly, that a low income had a negative impact on all wellbeing areas, and secondly,
participants constructed narratives of self-efficacy which served to protect their
emotional wellbeing while experiencing financial pressure.
Receiving income below the poverty line had significant impacts on
participants’ financial wellbeing; at best, life on a low-income payment led to the
pressure of living within the confines of an inflexible budget, and at worst, led to
financial hardship. “It was pretty tight” said participant three, “no luxuries on
Newstart that’s for sure”. This sentiment was shared by participant four who stated:
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“When you live pre-covid without the supplement you need to budget really, really
strictly.” A frugal lifestyle and self-imposed strict budget were necessary to maintain
borderline financial wellbeing. However, the potential for financial hardship was
foregrounded by participant four who, when asked to discuss what life was like on
Newstart, described living from payment to payment and struggling to keep up with
essential utility bills for which they received external financial assistance. Participant
four went on to say:
You have to really juggle your money and it’s whether, okay, well I’ve got
this bill now, and I’ve got my rent, and I need to put fuel in my car, and it’s
like, oh, there’s nothing left for food, you know?
The impact of a low-income support on wellbeing is demonstrated by the experience
of being unable to afford food even after allocating funds for bills and receiving
extra financial assistance.
The impact of low income on participants’ financial wellbeing also had
effects on other domains of wellbeing, such as physical health, with participant four
describing how their health was suffering as they were not able to afford a good diet.
Although the participant was reluctant to access charity support, they found
themselves regularly needing extra assistance: “I’m not one for going to foodbank
but I would go down to the op-shops where they have free bread and have stuff like
that”. Despite their reluctance to access this service, it was a necessary measure
while receiving an income that was insufficient to afford the essentials for survival.
Data analysis indicates that the stress from financial constraints impacted on
all domains of wellbeing, including social wellbeing. As participant four recounted:
You don’t have any social life because you don’t have any funds to do
anything, even just to travel, every little bit of fuel in your car has to be
accounted for so even just to go somewhere that’s expense-free is still costly.
The impact of low income on wellbeing is twofold; a lack of resources to maintain
social and physical wellbeing is further impacted by the financial stress involved, as
participants then lack resources to mitigate the effects of poor health and social
isolation.
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Consequently, these wellbeing experiences in turn impacted on participants’
emotional wellbeing, with participants describing living on a low income as
“demoralising” and a “struggle”. This was directly attributed to the financial stress
experienced with the low income, with participant four expressing that this “really
takes its toll on you” and that “you go to work, by the time you come home you’re
that drained, and you basically don’t have a life outside of work, you crash, it’s not
fun”. This demonstrates the struggle of living within the confines of an inflexible
financial situation that does not allow for wellbeing needs to be met, resulting in
further detriments to all areas of wellbeing and the cycle of not being able to obtain
the resources to manage these impacts.
Despite only one participant explicitly describing how they suffered under
the low-income payment, a dominant theme was that all participants expressed their
emotional relief in response to the JobSeeker increase. Participants expressed that
the payment was a “huge relief”. Participant two stated: “It’s just like you’re being
given a gift in a way, like ah, I didn’t expect this, and that feels very nice” and
participant four expressed that they were “over the moon”. Participant four went on
to describe how the new amount of money made all the difference to their life
considering the hardship experienced on Newstart: “It was a whole different change
of life for me.” This participant no longer required extra financial assistance and
described no longer having to “go and beg or anything”. The increase in income led
to a significant and immediate shift in their wellbeing. The participants who
described the payment as being a huge relief had not described any experiences of
disadvantage on Newstart in detail; however, their positive statements about the
increase allude to the stress of life on a low income, as suggested by participant one
who described the increase as “a really big help for people in my situation”.
Most participants did not speak directly about experiences of struggle,
poverty or disadvantage. They did not speak about particularly negative experiences
but spoke about the emotional improvement felt with the increase, pointing to the
financial and emotional strain of their living situations on the low income: “I was
pleased,” laughed participant three, “it doubled the amount of money I had.”
Descriptions of the “huge” mental relief that came with the increase payment
suggests that participants were experiencing the financial and therefore emotional
stress of living frugally to best utilise the little they had from the income support
payment. This was supported by the more direct description of deprivation
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experienced by participant four, who had also experienced the biggest contrast of
wellbeing experiences on the two different payments.
The data demonstrated increased financial and emotional wellbeing on the
higher payment, but aside from participant four, the participants were initially
reluctant to describe themselves as “struggling” on Newstart, instead positioning
their wellbeing experiences within a narrative of self-efficacy as opposed to one of
deprivation. Self-efficacy here refers to an individual’s capacity and competence to
be in control of their own life and circumstances, leading to a sense of autonomy and
self-esteem (Bandura, 1997, as cited in McDonald & Marston, 2008). In an attempt
to maintain a sense of self-efficacy and the positive impact of this on emotional
wellbeing, participants may have been reluctant to position themselves as suffering
under a financial situation largely beyond their control: “Well I’m not sure if it
would be any different with or without it in a sense,” said participant two after being
asked to describe their life on JobSeeker; “I sort of easily live my sort of genuine life
regardless of what my income is.” Three of the four participants spoke in these terms
about how they’d adapted to living on a low income by adopting a frugal lifestyle,
and no language was used to directly describe experiences of poverty or
disadvantage.
However, despite constructing themselves as self-efficacious, it is clear both
from participants’ descriptions of their material situations, and their relief at the
onset of the higher payment, that the low-income payments via Newstart had
significant impacts on their wellbeing across all domains. Participants ‘managed’ on
the low-income payment by utilising what resources they had to cover the essentials
but were unable to make advancements in different areas of their lives as they lacked
the resources to do so. While multidimensional poverty suggests that income alone
does not determine wellbeing (Martinez & Perales, 2017), data analysis of this
participants’ later positive experiences of the increase suggest that some degree of
financial and emotional strain was previously experienced, due to their assertation
that: “It was really nice to actually be able to save like a relatively large portion of
income,” participant two stated, “the main thing that changed was that I didn’t so
much monitor what things would cost” leading to improved emotional wellbeing on
the basis of relieving financial constraints. It is clear that the low income of Newstart
had significant impacts on participants’ wellbeing, and that they made use of
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narratives of independence and frugality in order to feel self-efficacious as a buffer
for their emotional wellbeing.

Theme 2: “The stress of juggling which bills to pay . . . disappeared” JobSeeker
and Wellbeing
All participants stated that their wellbeing increased when they received a higher
income. Data analysis revealed that the higher income improved financial wellbeing
and relieved emotional stress associated with previous financial restriction.
The higher income corresponded with better financial wellbeing as financial
pressures were drastically relieved for all participants; participants were able to
comfortably afford bills and other expenses. This drastic change in financial
circumstance is evident through participant one’s description of their rental
experience as they described: “Spending probably 70-80% of my pay going straight
to rent to having it being at less than probably about 20%” and that they felt “less
pressure”. This sentiment is shared by participant three who stated: “What it meant
was, after having lived so frugally for a while, it meant that I didn’t have to kind of
budget purchases almost at all.” Given that the JobSeeker payment was only $100
above the poverty line, just how much financial strain this extra payment relieved is
evident through the way housing and purchases became significantly more
affordable for participants. The higher rate of JobSeeker was suitable for maintaining
a basic standard of living for all participants.
With the removal of such immense financial pressure came improved
emotional wellbeing, as the anxiety of stretching what little resources were available
to meet essentials was gone: participants described how “the stress of juggling which
bills to pay and everything, that all disappeared” and that “mentally it was a huge
relief, it took away all the anxiety of where’s the next, you know, where am I going
to get something to eat” as they now had the financial means to afford the basics for
survival. This was significant for participant four, who, after using financial support
payments to pay for utilities every year, “didn’t need to seek out any services to get
any financial help, I didn’t do a HUGS [hardship utility grant scheme] last year,
yeah, I didn’t have to go and beg or anything, so yeah, it was really good”. The
emotional improvements from improved financial wellbeing for this participant were
significant; describing themselves as a ‘beggar’ in seeking out extra services
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suggests their experiences in doing so felt demeaning, and the improvement to their
financial wellbeing meant they experienced autonomy and was no longer compelled
to feel diminished by seeking extra services, improving emotional wellbeing. This
demonstrates the inextricable links between financial and emotional wellbeing as the
relief from stress and anxiety of previous financial hardship led directly to better
emotional wellbeing.
Another impact of the higher JobSeeker payment was that participants were
able to make future-focused decisions, through paying off debts and building
emergency savings. The finding suggests that participants saw themselves as fiscally
responsible, describing how they prioritised securing their financial situations: “I
paid back loans I had taken out,” participant three said, “it wasn’t luxury items or
anything like that, I just kept on living.” This sentiment is shared by participant four:
“I wasn’t going out and splurging all my covid money, I was still budgeting.” The
relief of financial pressure for participant one was also significant in that: “I paid off
the credit card for probably the first time in five or so years” which then allowed
them to focus on building savings.
The increased income allowed them to invest their money in ways that
secured their long-term financial wellbeing, with positive flow on effects on
emotional wellbeing due to the increased sense of security. Participant four, whose
car is essential for their line of work, stated: “I didn’t have to worry about my car
breaking down . . . things like getting a flat tire, it wasn’t a drama because I had the
money there.” Other participants highlighted how their emotional wellbeing
improved alongside their financial wellbeing as they no longer had to “worry about it
[money] quite so much” with participant three describing that “it just meant the
lowest general level of anxiety you have about money”. Similarly, participant four
described the impact of the increased payment on their stress-levels, highlighting the
global impact it had on their wellbeing.
It’s basically the stress and not being able to live a healthy life, [it] was
actually affecting my health in a very negative way, and just relieving that
stressful period last year, my health started to come back, it was a whole new
world for me.
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An income only $100 above the poverty line was significant for the improvements
made to participants’ financial and emotional wellbeing; it relieved previous
financial stress associated with struggling to afford housing and essential bills, and
allowed participants to secure their future financial wellbeing, creating a strong
sense of financial security and boosting their emotional wellbeing.

Theme 3: “I could afford to buy what felt best rather than what was less than
$20” Choice and Wellbeing
One of the most significant impacts of participants’ improved financial situations
was having a greater sense of agency, with choice as an element of the control they
were able to have over their lives and financial and other decision making. Having
an income above the poverty line allowed participants better access to resources that
met both their short- and long-term wellbeing needs, enabling them to be proactive
in terms of health and social engagement. The extra resources made the freedom of
choice more available across all wellbeing domains. Previously, choice was
restricted to the cheapest options affordable, as explained by participant four: “I
don’t have the funds to get something more expensive,” they said, “I have to get the
cheapest brand, yeah, that’s for everything I purchase when I’m on Centrelink.”
Participants receiving a payment below the poverty line described it as a “lack of
flexibility situation” wherein they were very “price conscious of everything”. The
higher income was significant to participants in that: “The main thing that changed
was that I didn’t so much monitor what things would cost”, a sentiment shared by all
participants, with common experiences including being able to spend money as
needed while grocery shopping rather than being restricted. Participant four stated
that their diet improved which led to increased health, as they could “afford to pay
that bill and buy food”. Participants were no longer restricted to a choice between
which essential they could afford at any given time, instead, they were able to meet
their basic needs without financial stress.
Having both higher income and newfound energy and emotional health,
participants could make choices that continued to maintain their wellbeing through
consideration of their long-term position, options that were not possible when their
previous choices were between whether they paid rent or ate enough food that week.
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A common theme was being able to consider factors aside from short-term cost. “I
could actually consider, okay well, the washing machine and dryer, okay this one is
going to be a lot more energy saving which means my electricity bills won’t be as
high,” participant four described. The higher income allowed them to consider long
term goals and wellbeing, such as this example of participant four being able to
make a choice that improved their future financial wellbeing. Having the option of
making choices that put participants in a better position for the future was a
dominant theme, where such considerations were simply not affordable on the
previous low-income payment.
Participants were able to utilise their financial resources to secure their longterm wellbeing in areas such as health. The “breathing room” in their financial
situations allowed better choices to become affordable. As participant three
described:
I went and bought myself a pair of really good shoes, to support my feet,
because it’s a big deal for diabetics, and so it meant I could afford to go in
there and buy what felt best rather than what was less than $20, you know?
Another experience of participant three was their ability to afford the level of
healthcare they needed: “it just meant I could go and see specialists . . . rather than
wait through the public system”. They were now able to look after their healthcare in
the long-term by accessing the level needed currently, as opposed to health
conditions worsening that could lead to further expenses down the track along with
further impacts to all wellbeing domains.
Participants described how their social and community wellbeing improved
with the higher income, as they were able to provide for dependents and experienced
better social engagement. For participant three, the eased financial restriction meant
they was able to take their children to Adventure World and afford clothing that was
most suitable for their child’s disability “without being concerned”. Participant four
no longer needed an advance from Centrelink to provide for their family at
Christmas; previously, they would have been in debt for the advance and still
required financial assistance from family members, whereas on JobSeeker in 2020,
they highlighted the difference from previous Christmases: “it was an actual, happy,
happy Christmas, no stress.” Having extra money made it possible to maintain
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connections with family and friends in the long-term. Participant four described how
their improved health led to improved performance at work: “I was actually less
stressed at work, and that made me able to handle my work better. [It] made a ton of
difference.” The higher income also helped secure this participant’s financial
wellbeing in the long term as they no longer needed to take sick leave due to stress
and ill-health.
All participants described how an improved financial situation and having the
choice and ability to ‘future-proof’ themselves was significant for their emotional
wellbeing. Participant one described how being able to have and make those choices
with the extra income was: “Definitely good from a psychological point of view,
definitely made me feel like I was making good progress towards whatever it is that
money’s going towards” where they moved from financial stress to being futurefocused. Participant three spoke about the mental health improvements they
experienced when they were able to afford proper health care and provide for their
children: “it’s great, I mean to have happy kids is a wonderful feeling. And so, to be
able to provide that for them is fantastic.” Participant four described being able to
afford a good diet was “heaven” and that their family noticed they were doing “a lot
better” going on to state the significance of having that higher income across their
wellbeing:
It was an absolute weight off my shoulders, like I said my mental health
really improved during covid last year, which in turn made my physical
health improve . . . it was amazing . . . mental health when it suffers, really
impacts on everything around you physically as well. . . I’ve really, really
noticed a difference, I became more confident within myself, and just happier
and freer.
This study clearly demonstrated that participants experienced improvements to
emotional wellbeing beyond a lack of stress caused by inadequate income; the higher
income allowed for a greater sense of control over their choices and situations,
leading to feelings of confidence as participants made improvements across all
wellbeing domains and benefitted emotionally from the changes they were able to
enact through their decisions with the higher level of income.
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Theme 4: “I was lucky to be living in my own home” Multidimensional Poverty
and Wellbeing
All participants experienced an immediate improvement to several wellbeing
domains along with flow on effects into all the others after receiving an income
above the poverty line. An additional finding was that despite both low-income
experiences and experiences of wellbeing being multidimensional, the level of
income acted as a gatekeeper to fulfilling wellbeing needs and as a gatekeeper to
accessing society.
The multidimensional nature of both poverty and wellbeing refers to the idea
that level of income is not the only factor involved in each of these (Reeves, Parsell
& Liu, 2019); participants in this study made note of factors outside of the welfare
payments that either negatively or positively impacted on their wellbeing. These
were financial, contextual and health factors. Several participants had income that
was additional to their welfare payments, or other avenues of financial support.
Participant one had a roommate to share rental expenses with, while participant three
was supported by family; despite receiving an income below poverty line neither
described themselves as living in poverty or disadvantage. Most participants worked
while receiving income support payments, with participant two stating that: “the
higher equivalent of my income comes from my employment”. While participants
had other resources to draw on, these were used to mitigate the unaffordability of
essentials offered by the low-income payment of Newstart, which led to the financial
pressure and restricted lifestyles explored at the beginning of this chapter.
A significant finding for all participants was that income was a gatekeeper to
being able to meet their needs. An income above the poverty line provided via
JobSeeker meant participants were able to better access resources to meet their
wellbeing needs across all domains, and this ability immediately improved emotional
wellbeing. Although other factors are involved, for these participants, having an
income above the poverty line was central to all wellbeing improvements as they had
the actual resources to meet both immediate and long-term needs. The higher income
alleviated the financial and emotional strain of struggling to afford the basics, to
being able to secure their financial positions for themselves and their dependents
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which meant being able to afford housing and to afford staying in employment.
When the higher rate was reduced, this was taken away, leaving participants facing a
return to financial hardship and poverty. Participant four stated: “I’m worse off now
than pre-covid . . . I’m becoming homeless and if I lose my car, I’ll be unemployed .
. . that money would have kept me in a house and in work”, demonstrating how
income acts as a gatekeeper to social participation and wellbeing.
Contextual and personal factors also played a part in participants’
experiences of poor wellbeing on a lower income, but most noted that the higher
income helped to alleviate these. Participant one claimed that the lockdown, not their
income, had the biggest impact on their social life; however, other participants
highlighted that income was a key factor in increasing or improving their social
interactions with friends and family. Participant three experienced depression and a
traumatic medical event, which impacted on their emotional and social wellbeing,
and therefore level of income was not the only factor involved in their wellbeing.
However, despite pre-existing health conditions, participant three noted the
improvements made to their emotional wellbeing after being able to afford proper
healthcare and mental health care during 2020: “So from my physical health it was a
huge boost [which] also has an impact on your mental health.” These are continued
examples of the flow on effects on all wellbeing domains from having an income
above the poverty line.
Participants described how future-focused choices were unavailable to them
before they received the higher income; participant three was able to buy a better car
with extra financial resources, putting them in a better position long-term. They
described how this was: “More expensive but cheaper in the long term but very
difficult to achieve short term and I certainly wouldn’t have been able to do it
without money from stocks and that sort of stuff.” On the low-income payment,
participants had to rely on extra financial supports to enable agency in making
choices that were better for their wellbeing in the long-term. While participant one
mentioned how the lockdown had a positive effect on their financial wellbeing in the
regard of not having to pay for fuel, the fact of being on a low income meant: “just to
have a car sitting there is expensive you know,” participant three stated, “it’s an
expensive thing to have when you’re on an unemployment benefit.” An income
below the poverty line made it difficult to afford the basics, and things were more
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expensive with the less income participants had, which meant relying on extra
supports and buffers.
Being unable to or struggling to afford a basic standard of living has
widespread implications across all wellbeing domains as participants struggled to
meet their needs with too little resources. The financial pressure of living on a low
income led to emotional strain and the inability to afford options to improve their
circumstances, leaving participants lacking not just income for bills, but time,
energy, and the physical means to get ahead of this deprivation. Participant four
discussed the cost of the extra time, energy, and money in the long run of not having
funds upfront for buying an essential appliance such as a washing machine:
If something like that happened it would have been weeks and weeks of
juggling my finances . . . compiling of the paperwork for a new loan, the
amount of extra stuff you have to do in order to just be able to afford a
washing machine . . . you’d have to go to a laundromat every few days
which is even more expensive in itself.
Not having the money upfront led to this participant in a worse financial position in
the long-term, as they did not have the physical means to get on top of a situation of
deprivation. Participant three, in reference to the ability to afford something that was
expensive but more financially wise, said:
There’s a parable that’s got something attached to it about boots, you know,
where you can buy $20 boots that last a year, or $100 boots that last ten. But
the poor person can’t afford $100 to spend on boots, and they make do with
$20 a year, but it’s twice the price in the long term.
Participants were unable to get themselves into better life positions without the
material means to do so, which was not possible on the Newstart income alone, a
payment that is ostensibly designed to act as ‘income support’ to provide enough
money for a basic standard of living. For participants who could access extra
resources and buffers, their experience of living was one of financial and emotional
pressure. For participant four, an income below the poverty line put them into
financial hardship. Although it may make financial sense to purchase resources that
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improve emotional, physical, and financial health in the long-term, participants were
not afforded these options while struggling to afford their immediate survival, as a
restrictive income was restrictive of wellbeing.
Participants had different circumstances while receiving the higher JobSeeker
rate in 2020, and two discussed their different experiences with the reduction of the
supplement. Participant one felt the pressure of needing to find a new roommate
when they moved out, as having a roommate had “halved” their expenses, where
previously they stated they had: “70-80% of my pay going straight to rent” without
that roommate and the higher income. The staggered nature of the reduction was
experienced positively by participant one: “I was definitely pleased that it was taken
down in steps,” they said, “If they’d have removed the whole payment all at once
then I would have just gone straight back . . . in terms of [the] lack of flexibility
situation.” They felt emotional relief that they had time to adapt to their changing
circumstances, such as by finding another roommate to reduce living expenses and
wouldn’t immediately return to their previous situation of financial strain. This
relieving of participant one’s fear of financial hardship points to the inadequacy of
the support payments to provide a liveable income.
Participant four experienced the reduction as a “dramatic stagger down” with
“no time to prepare for it”; at the time, they experienced the breakdown of their car,
so the money previously saved to visit family was gone, leaving them feeling
“devastated”. They explained how they were in the process of moving house but
unable to secure a property due to the current rental market, where “it impacted on
my ability at work because I was so stressed . . . I’ll try and continue on unpaid leave
looking for properties” which meant their sole income came from JobSeeker, with
participant four feeling like this further impacted on their ability to secure housing.
Depleted of savings and of the higher income from JobSeeker, participant four was
unable to afford to make their car roadworthy; as their employment relied on them
having a car, participant four stated: “Now I’m becoming homeless and if I lose my
car, I’ll be unemployed.” They described being worse-off compared to when they
were on Newstart: “If they had continued the covid supplement on JobSeeker I
wouldn’t be here where I am right now,” participant four stated, “that money would
have kept me in a house and in work.” The return to an income below the poverty
line meant it became unaffordable for participant four to remain employed and made
it more difficult to secure housing. While other factors are involved in experiences of
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disadvantage and reduced wellbeing, the data demonstrated how income acts as a
gatekeeper to wellbeing; an income below the poverty line was experienced as
inadequate for survival, with participants describing an immediate return to poverty
experiences when the extra supplement was removed.

Theme 5: “It certainly doesn’t feel like the system is set up to benefit the
unemployed” The Struggle for Social Security
A central finding of this study was that alongside changes to income support via
JobSeeker were positive changes to perceptions of welfare recipients within the
social security system and wider society. These changes had significant positive
impacts on participants’ wellbeing. All participants experienced decreased wellbeing
while dealing with Centrelink as the system designed to deliver income support
payments positioned welfare recipients in a dehumanising way, resulting in impaired
wellbeing for recipients. When social security changes were put in place via the
implementation of JobSeeker in 2020, they gained emotional wellbeing from a sense
of wider social momentum around supporting welfare recipients.
Participants expressed their difficulty in dealing with Centrelink and job
service providers; from signing up to payments, reporting earnings, processing
applications, and communicating with staff. “It just seems like the process is quite
inefficient,” participant three stated, “[it’s] a difficult and tedious process.” The
inefficiency of the system impacted on participants’ wellbeing, where participant
three described how child caring duties meant it was difficult to access services in
person, and phone service wait times were “astronomical”, leading to them to
suggest that “it certainly doesn’t feel like the system is set up to benefit the
unemployed”. Participant four also described how they were expected to wait for
hours at Centrelink, which was unreasonable given their work duties. With inflexible
policies and staff who were not considerate regarding individual circumstances,
fulfilling obligations for income support payments put pressure on participants’
resources, including their time, energy, and money. This had negative implications
for their wellbeing as their resources were under strain just to meet obligations rather
than being able to focus on their needs and experiences of poverty.
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Participants experienced themselves being positioned as without value in a
system that was reluctant to acknowledge, amend or apologise for mistakes. This
impacted on participants’ wellbeing, as it reduced their emotional wellbeing to have
to deal with system errors themselves while receiving an income below the poverty
line. Participants likened the treatment they received from services designed to
support welfare recipients as not being treated “like you’re a human being.”
Participant two described how the struggle to communicate with staff felt like a
“power balance”, as they felt positioned as a wrongdoer: “like I must have done
something wrong because the system says this”. This was a sentiment shared by
participant four, who explained: “they get really defensive, and they say well, it’s
like they think that their system works but it doesn’t.” In challenging a debt claim,
participant two was only able to “pierce through that system” after months of effort:
“Then in the end of that, it was, oh we eliminated your debt, rather than saying, I’m
so sorry we created a debt you never had.” Participant four shared a similar
experience of being bumped off an income payment before they’d ever received
their first payment, due to the paperwork being neglected when the staff went on
leave: “They never apologised at all, um, yeah, that was horrid, that was absolutely
horrid.” Participants described how Centrelink was efficient in hounding them for
possible overpayments, and one participant described how job service providers
were “pushy” to get their profits when the participant entered employment;
participants felt they were treated negatively as welfare recipients in a system
designed to provide them with support. This treatment led to reduced emotional
wellbeing as participants found this “challenging” and “demoralising”.
Most participants perceived that this treatment was not simply a result of an
inefficient service, but due to a wider, negative social narrative around being a
welfare recipient. Participants highlighted the discrepancy in treatment and
positioning by Centrelink service delivery and their experiences with other
organisations in society: “my bank treats me like I’m a human . . . banks are
supposed to be the worst of them all, but no, they actually acknowledge me and
understand my situation, they have empathy but not Centrelink” participant four
stated. This sentiment was echoed by participant two: “They would be very highly
professional in a courtroom environment, so why is it like this in this environment?”
Participant four articulated this positioning by Centrelink in relation to
stereotypes of welfare recipients, saying: “I’m working . . . I’m still treated by the
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government as a bludger.” They felt they were treated within this discourse of
welfare recipients as “deadbeats”, as though they were undeserving of support
despite “contributing to the community and society”. Participant two described how
their emotional wellbeing was directly impacted by these social constructions of
welfare recipients and how they are valued by the government policy created to
support them: “What it says about the government’s view on its’ citizens, that sort of
stuff, [that’s] where I get upset.” A social security system purporting to support
people who are struggling financially was experienced as treating those very people
as less than human, which was detrimental for participants’ emotional wellbeing, as
they received the subsequent difficult treatment while engaging in the system and
perceived the negative way in which welfare recipients were positioned in society.
This perception of lack of value by the government and its services was again
seen and experienced negatively when JobSeeker was reduced to below the poverty
line by the end of 2020. Most participants were reluctant to position themselves as
being impacted by the reduced amount, similarly to how they were at first reluctant
to talk about how the higher income was helpful. Participant two described how:
“My partner is a little bit older and he’s on an aged pension. . . it’s like a phenomenal
amount they take away from his payment” which they felt was “really wrong” for an
aged pension, and that it was “disappointing” the payment was cut considering they
had worked and was on the payment simply because of changed circumstances. They
expressed concern for others who might be struggling: “I feel always very strongly
about people who would depend entirely on that income” as they acknowledged that
it is not a liveable payment.
Participant four had a sense of being “left behind” along with others in their
situation of financial hardship on the low-income payment, and that seeing others
facing homelessness was “devastating”, demonstrating the emotional impact of the
extra support being taken away, leaving those without extra resources to struggle
while the rest of society was “recorrecting with the market”. Experiencing financial
hardship has previously been explored in how it impacts wellbeing; in this case, the
reduction of the payment which had improved participants’ wellbeing and
circumstances had a further emotional impact due to the feeling that they were being
left without support, with participant four feeling “resentful”. The financial hardship
experienced was now due to the choice of the government removing that supplement
after the perceived economic crisis was past, leaving welfare recipients to deal with
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their own financial struggles without the support of the government and wider
community.
With the implementation of the April 2020 JobSeeker payment came changes
in social narratives around those accessing benefits. Participants experienced
improved wellbeing across all domains due to the accompanying attitudinal and
policy changes. Participants expressed increased emotional and financial wellbeing
due to the higher income, suspension of mutual obligations, and treatment by staff
who made it an easier process to engage with the system. Mutual obligations were a
source of stress for many, so the suspension of these was a “huge stress relief”.
Participants described positive experiences of being listened to and working with
Centrelink and Job Service Provider staff, with participant two describing it as:
“there was no stress involved with that. . . we make it really easy for each other, so
that feels quite nice.” When staff treated recipients with respect and care, they
experienced improved emotional wellbeing, as demonstrated by participant four’s
more recent experience of having a staff member suspend their obligations in 2021
due to their financial hardship: “I felt like I was human, so, yeah. It’s nice to be, to
feel like you’ve been heard, so, you feel that most of the other times they don’t
care.”
Participants were hopeful about how the initial increase to JobSeeker was a
chance for continued societal change. Participant one described how it provided an
environment for momentum towards “a general increase across the board.” One of
the biggest impacts of the higher JobSeeker rate for this participant was that they
perceived a “general consensus” about having liveable payments, as both the public
and the government were more aware that “anything can happen and anyone can end
up on those payments”, which could lead to more support for those people who need
to access income support payments. Participant four perceived this narrative change
and this provided a boost to their emotional wellbeing, where “I felt like I was
actually part of a community, made a huge difference.” After being asked to describe
this further, they explained:
Once that covid payment came in and that financial stress was relieved, and
suddenly there were a whole lot of people going on payments that weren’t
classed as bludgers, you know, it was a whole different world, it was

31

suddenly, just felt more inclusive because you weren’t the only one that was
you know, going through that, and the financial stress was gone.
Participants experienced improved emotional wellbeing aside from the financial
changes that came with the higher income, as they perceived that they were being
supported by their community, in contrast to previous experiences with engaging
with the social security system. There was the relief of financial pressure, and the
relief from the dehumanising narrative in society about what it meant to be a welfare
recipient, and what kind of support they were deserving of. They were finally being
seen as human. As the wider community acknowledged and prioritised the needs of
welfare recipients, changes were made to the system that led to participants being
included into, and feeling valued by, their society.

Conclusion
The themes that emerged from the data indicated that an income below the poverty
line results in poverty experiences that impact negatively on participants wellbeing
despite the presence of other factors acting on wellbeing. Conversely, the
implementation of the JobSeeker payment and subsequent social narrative change
led to wellbeing improvements across all domains; participants experienced a relief
of financial hardship, the fulfillment of their immediate needs and the shift towards
focusing on their long-term wellbeing, a sense of agency over their decisions to
produce desired outcomes, and improvements to their emotional wellbeing through
their inclusion into society. It is clear from these findings that both income and social
narratives are gatekeepers to participants’ wellbeing experiences as welfare
recipients in Australia. The following chapter draws on the literature to discuss the
processes through which income and discourse impact wellbeing.
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Discussion
The central finding of this study, which will be discussed in this chapter, is
that both level of income and discourses about welfare recipients acted as
gatekeepers to wellbeing for the participants in this study. When JobSeeker was
introduced in 2020, participants experienced the alleviation of financial hardship and
were able to mobilise themselves out of disenfranchised positions. They also
experienced being differently positioned by discourses of ‘deserving poor’ that
accompanied the JobSeeker policy. Together, these changes led to improved
wellbeing as participants were able to fulfill their basic needs, access and engage
with their community, and feel valued by wider society. Critical discourse analysis
of participants’ experiences suggests that they both take up and reject dominant
discourses of welfare, and this has significant impacts on their wellbeing.
Participants experienced reduced emotional wellbeing as a direct result of how the
welfare recipient was discursively constructed in Australia during the Newstart era,
and recounted experiences of hardship and poverty directly due to the low income;
this lies in direct contrast to the focus on individual responsibility for poverty that is
embedded within dominant discourses of welfare. The following discussion
examines dominant discourse in Australia, analysis of how discourse and income
acts as gatekeepers to wellbeing, and an analysis of wellbeing experiences for
welfare recipients upon the implementation of JobSeeker and its accompanying
discursive shift.

Dominant Discourse
Discourse is a shared meaning making tool as it pertains to the overarching narrative
that shapes individual and societal perspectives of the world. Cranny-Francis et al.
(2004) illuminated the ways in which exploring dominant discourse makes visible
the most socially accepted perspectives on how we should talk and act about societal
issues. Highlighting discursive positioning allows for analysis that critiques these
dominant, socially constructed ideas. Research by Schofield and Butterworth (2015)
has shown that negative discourses about welfare recipients are held in Australia,
where they are positioned in relation to a range of individual deficiencies suggesting
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they are responsible for their own suffering, not in genuine need of help, and lacking
the traits required to become productive, independent members of society, such as
work ethic and self-control (Henman, 2002; McGann et al., 2020; Morris and
Wilson, 2014; Peterie et al., 2019; Schofield et al., 2019). This study similarly
demonstrated how powerful this positioning of the welfare recipient is: participant
four was acutely aware of how they were positioned: “There’s this perception that
everyone’s on Centrelink, Newstart . . . JobSeeker payment, is that they’re the
deadbeats, you know, and that’s not the case.” The very fact that participants receive
income support from the government is seen within this discourse as evidence of
their moral and behavioural inadequacy, as opposed to emphasis on the contextual
factors behind their needing to access financial assistance.
Despite working part-time, participant four experienced stigmatisation due to
receiving additional support from the government: “I’m working…I’m still treated
by the government as a bludger, so, even though I know I’m contributing to the
community and society, I’m not treated like that by my government.” Within the
beliefs underpinning dominant discourse of welfare recipients in Australia, ideas of
‘deservingness’ relate to the perceived strain on societal resources rather than
reasons for needing income support (Ruetter et al., 2009). Such discourse positions
people experiencing disadvantage as unworthy of empowerment (Mendes, 2020) as
their suffering is framed as resulting from their own immoral nature, leading to the
suspicion and control of those who receive income payments (Mendes, 2020;
Wilcock, 2014). The onus of proof is on the individual to justify the need for support
as they are automatically assumed to have caused their own misfortune through
immoral choices and are therefore undeserving of society’s support (McGann et al.,
2020) being labelled as ‘dole bludgers’ for their reliance on the government (Engels,
2006). Welfare in a neoliberal state is seen as the means through which people can
be motivated into securing their own financial independence; when people who
receive income support are framed as lacking in moral and behavioural qualities, the
resulting response involves harsh control and treatment to ensure people become
independent (McGann et al., 2020), within a discourse that positions the
economically self-reliant as valued members of society and the welfare recipient as a
burden (Roberts, 2017).
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Discourse as a Gatekeeper to Wellbeing
This study highlights the ways in which dominant discourses of welfare are
disempowering, impacting participants’ wellbeing. Critical discourse analysis of
participants’ experiences suggest that wellbeing is impacted through the
internalisation and subsequent rejection of the negative discourses on welfare in
Australia. Participants can be seen to internalise the neoliberal discourses that valued
citizens are those who are hardworking and independent, as they position themselves
in this individualistic way to actively distance themselves from negative discourses.
For example, participant two asserted how they “pride” themselves on managing on
little and being good at budgeting. Participant four similarly described how they
weren’t “splurging” with the supplement and stated how they are “not one for”
reaching out for help or going to a foodbank as they described how these latter
actions were necessary given their experience of deprivation. Participant one
declared their support for the supplement as giving it to the “poorest of the poor”
will help the economy, later recounting their own experiences of how the supplement
made a change in their own life. Despite describing experiences of multidimensional
disadvantage, these participants endeavoured to position themselves as “other” to the
dominant constructions of the welfare recipient.
Rejecting this dominant discourse served as protection for their emotional
wellbeing. However, while participants rejected being positioned by the dominant
discourses of welfare recipients, they remain implicated in this discourse through
their declarations of themselves as financially responsible and independent. These
assertions of being in control of their situation despite any hardship experienced
draws on ideas about individual responsibility, highlighting just how much they feel
they must position themselves in this way to be seen as valued members of a society
dominated by neoliberal discourse. They are then reluctant to ask for support for
themselves, which creates feelings of shame, despair, and anger as participants
internalised stigma while receiving payments and while needing to receive extra
financial assistance. The dominant discourse places value on self-reliant individuals,
those who do not ask for help and who take responsibility for their own
circumstances. Despite positioning themselves in this way, participants continued to
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experience impacted emotional wellbeing as an awareness of negative societal
attitudes is demoralising, nonetheless (Ruetter et al., 2009)
A system underpinned by neoliberal discourse of the welfare recipient was
harmful to participants’ wellbeing as this discourse was enacted through policy and
service delivery, as social attitudes can influence social policy (McDonald &
Marston, 2008). The findings of the present study suggest that dominant discourses
dehumanise the welfare recipient; this was experienced by all participants in their
interactions with Centrelink and job service providers. Participants described feeling
positioned as the wrong doer by the system, as they were responsible for proving
their innocence and genuine need of welfare support. Participant four described how
“they don’t treat you like you’re a human being”. Research suggests that neoliberal
discourse positions the welfare recipient as a ‘bludger’, and policies are based on the
assumption of welfare recipients as human beings lacking in agency and morals;
recipients are then treated as undeserving of support until proven otherwise
(McGann et al., 2020) and even then, mutual obligations are enacted in a way to
control their financial situations and job seeking activities. Participant four described
how their mental wellbeing suffered from the way they were positioned within the
system; “I have anxiety . . . just at the thought of having to go into Centrelink,” they
said, “I actually had panic attacks in Centrelink.” They explained how trauma from
previous experiences of financial abuse from a partner was triggered by similar
treatment from Centrelink. “Centrelink basically do the same thing, it’s sort of like a
weird world where everyday people get locked up for that, but the government can
do it.” All participants felt like they were dealing with in inefficient system at best,
and at worst, participants experienced dehumanisation and devaluation. Participants
struggled to maintain their wellbeing when they experienced negative interactions
within a system that failed to recognise their rights and value as human beings.
In this study, perceptions of negative discourse despite participants’
experiences and efforts to position themselves to the contrary was experienced as
‘demoralising’ with participant four describing how they felt “quite resentful” of
how they were treated when they are experiencing and seeking to overcome
disadvantage. Research demonstrated that awareness of broader discourse can have a
negative impact on wellbeing (Schofield & Butterworth, 2015) and as such, rejecting
that discourse serves to reduce the negative impacts on their wellbeing. Morris and
Wilson’s (2014) research into experiences on Newstart also attest to recipients’
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rejection of dominant discourse. Analysis of the data revealed that participants
experienced tension between creating a narrative of independence and wanting to
advocate for systematic change, as asking for more support as a welfare recipient
would compromise their narrative of independence.
Participants used distancing as another strategy to circumvent this tension to
maintain the emotional protection afforded by the self-narratives and at the same
time, critique the system. Participant four expressed that they viewed income support
payments as “gifts” rather than an entitlement; however, this participant also
expressed anger and disappointed that the government removed the supplement: “I
think the wider, you know, what it says about the government’s view on its’ citizens,
that sort of stuff, where I get upset.” While they were less financially impacted by
the removal of the supplement than other participants, the awareness of negative
discourse within society impacted their emotionally, supporting the idea that
awareness of discourse impacts wellbeing directly.
Participants were found to externalise the subject to those who were ‘worse
off’; this was a strategy used to allow criticism of the system without compromising
their understandings of themselves as independent and capable, as the latter was used
as a strategy to maintain emotional wellbeing. Participant two went on to frame their
critique of the system by referencing their partner’s aged pension rather than their
own unemployment benefit, making use of neoliberal understandings about those in
paid work being the most ‘deserving’ poor. In the data, references to the
unemployment benefit are positioned as support for others. “It’s amazing the
amount of people that are looking at being homeless, it’s unbelievable, it breaks my
heart,” said participant four, who was facing homelessness themselves. While their
emotional wellbeing was impacted by seeing other recipients who were suffering,
participants were reluctant to directly advocate for their own welfare due to
internalisation of the discourse that welfare recipients are ‘bludgers’.
Participants were therefore doubly disempowered by the dominance of the
dole bludger narrative: they were strongly motivated to position themselves as
coping and independent even while they required external assistance or felt that the
system is unfair, in order to maintain their emotional wellbeing. This coping strategy
however restricted their capacity to advocate for systematic change as they felt they
would be perceived as entitled or financially irresponsible. Participants experienced
an awareness of negative dominant discourse of the welfare recipient which resulted
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in reduced emotional wellbeing, and internalisation of this discourse led to emotional
coping strategies that restricted their ability to critique a system underpinned by
neoliberal discourses.
Income as a Gatekeeper to Wellbeing
A significant finding of this study is that income acts as a gatekeeper to the
wellbeing of participants. The material impacts of the dominant discursive
positioning of welfare recipients are clearly identified in this study; income below
the poverty line has been established as contributing to experiences of poverty,
disadvantage, and social exclusion, leading to decreased wellbeing across all
domains. Although poverty experiences are multidimensional, income acted as a
gatekeeper for these participants as the income below the poverty line prevented
some from meeting their basic physiological, safety and belonging needs (Maslow,
1943 as cited in Noltemeyer et al., 2020) and restricted all in their ability to have
choice over their lives and circumstances, impacting their sense of self-efficacy and
further emotional wellbeing.
The experiences of the participants in this study attest to the idea emerging
from research that income below the poverty line embeds disadvantage (Morris &
Wilson, 2014): participants either do not have the resources to cover essentials for
living, which results in a cycle of deprivation as they are without the means to
overcome this disadvantage, or results in financial strain and makes it unaffordable
to move beyond everyday survival. Having few resources means everything becomes
expensive and time- and energy-consuming, meaning participants must work hard
just to ensure their short-term survival. The reduction of the supplement meant
participant four faced unemployment when their car, essential for their line of work,
broke down and they did not have the financial means to restore it, demonstrating
how a payment below the poverty line embeds deprivation and serves as a barrier to
social inclusion through the disadvantage it causes.
The findings demonstrate that income is a significant factor impacting the
quality of life available for participants in this study as supported by research into
poverty (Ruetter et al., 2009). A second key finding is that income also acts as a
gatekeeper to emotional wellbeing through its impact on participants’ sense of selfefficacy. Low income on Newstart was experienced as highly restrictive of choice
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and agency due to participants lacking the material means to meet needs and
improve their circumstances. Policies that restrict choice and financial situations
restricted participants’ abilities to enact choice and secure financial independence.
As self-efficacy refers to the belief in a person’s own ability to enact the effort
required to produce favourable outcomes (Bandura, 1997 as cited in McDonald &
Marston, 2008) it has crucial implications for participants’ self-esteem, resilience,
and overall emotional wellbeing.
While on Newstart, participants were seen to rely on ideas of independence
and self-reliance to construct narratives of self-efficacy when they did not have
access to the material reality of choice and agency: participant four asserted that “I
work, trying to be independent.” Analysis suggests that the self-efficacy positioning
is significant as it gives participants a sense of control over their own circumstances
and wellbeing rather than attributing this to income or other external factors, as
supported by participant two’s statement: “I don’t like to make my wellbeing depend
on things that I don’t have a say in” and that they took “pride” in managing on little
income. Research suggests recipients distance themselves from negative positioning
in society by asserting their personal identity as oppositional to dominant discourse
(Ruetter et al., 2009). Even though participants are implicated in dominant discourse
by positioning themselves in these narratives related to individual responsibility,
these narratives may serve to protect wellbeing on a psychological level as it allows
participants to maintain a sense of self-efficacy while experiencing restricted choice
on a low-income payment.
Findings show that participants experienced the system as inefficient beyond
the low income acting as a barrier to wellbeing. Participants recounted negative
experiences navigating within a system that positioned them as responsible for their
own misfortune, where they had to protect themselves against this negative
discourse, reflective of research into institutionalised poverty stigma (Ruetter et al.,
2009). Literature suggests that Australia’s social security system draws on a
discourse that emphasises self-reliance and is therefore deliberately punitive and
restrictive to motivate recipients into employment (McDonald & Marston, 2008);
this study illuminates how this has a detrimental effect on these participants’ quality
of life. Most participants in this study struggled under financial pressure which led to
low self-efficacy because they did not have the material means with which to make
choices and control outcomes (Callander & Schofield, 2016). This study highlights
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the ways that discourse that ignores structural factors of disadvantage and positions
welfare recipient as immoral and lacking (Schofield et al., 2019) is enacted through
income policy, which then restricts people’s ability to meet their needs or overcome
disadvantage. Participants’ narratives suggest that disadvantage was experienced not
because of individual deficiencies, but because of the level of payment below the
poverty line, with participants experiencing varying levels of financial hardship and
social exclusion.

JobSeeker 2020: Changes in Income, Discourse and Wellbeing
The significant outcome of this research is that participants experienced higher
wellbeing across all domains as a direct result of the increase in income and the
changed perception of welfare recipients that accompanied the 2020 Jobseeker
policy and payment. The change in income level enacted a material difference to
participants’ wellbeing by alleviating financial hardship. Participants’ perceptions of
a discursive change from a deficit view to one of welfare recipients as deserving of
support to live also led to increased emotional wellbeing; as a result of this
perceived change, participants experienced the relief from stigma and inclusion into
society. Contrary to the underpinning beliefs of neoliberal discourse, when
participants in this study were given an income above the poverty line, they felt that
they had agency and control over their lives and took action that progressed their
goals, allowing them to engage in society and plan for the future.
The findings of this study demonstrate that income above the poverty line
meant participants were able to meet their basic needs, experienced a reduction of
stress and deprivation, and were able to secure their long-term financial situations,
wellbeing, and goals. These findings are in support of those by Klein et al. (2021)
and their research into time and money use by Centrelink recipients during 2020,
along with research by ACOSS into the higher rate of JobSeeker and implications for
wellbeing across all domains (Australian Council of Social Services, 2020b).
Participants expressed their experiences of positive emotional wellbeing at having
choice and autonomy over their financial decisions and no longer required the
emotional buffer of narratives of self-efficacy. Participants can be seen to experience
true self-efficacy on the higher income: “Definitely good from a psychological point
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of view,” participant one stated, “definitely made me feel like I was making good
progress towards whatever it is that money’s going towards.” They became active
agents within their lives and had more control over wellbeing outcomes, such as in
areas of health, financial security, and social engagement.
While this study and current literature demonstrated that income is a
significant gatekeeper to wellbeing, this study also highlights the ways in which the
discourse of welfare and the subsequent positioning of the welfare recipient is also a
gatekeeper to wellbeing. Analysis shows how there was a discursive shift in 2020
from the dominant neoliberal discourse of individual responsibility to the context of
protecting people from the fallout of the global pandemic: “We will be
supercharging our safety net” stated Prime Minister Scott Morrison regarding the
coronavirus supplement (Mills, 2020). When a second, one-off supplement was
announced he also stated, “We know that those vulnerable groups may need
additional income support . . . it will provide some very real financial support for the
most vulnerable in our community.” (Australian Parliament House, 2020).
Participants noted this discursive change; participant one noted that in the
context of the pandemic, it was recognised that “anything can happen and anyone
can end up on those payments.” Suomi et al. (2020) suggested that ideas of
‘deservingness’ of the unemployed were challenged in the context of the pandemic,
as participants in their study at the time viewed the unemployed as less responsible
for their situation compared to pre-pandemic ratings of employability and
conscientiousness. With the global economic and health crisis challenging ideas of
security (Suomi et al., 2020) joblessness and poverty were no longer attributed
solely to the individual, and those in need of support were constituted as vulnerable
rather than dependent. Welfare recipients were seen as members of the community
and had their rights and wellbeing needs recognised with the government’s
introduction of the JobSeeker payment above the poverty line.
Participants experienced this change positively with significant outcomes for
their emotional wellbeing as they experienced a sense of social inclusion and a
recognition of the social context for their poverty. Participant four stated that:
Once that covid payment came in . . . suddenly there were a whole lot of
people going on payments that weren’t classed as bludgers, you know, it was
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a whole different world, it was suddenly, just felt more inclusive because you
weren’t the only one that was you know, going through that.
The significance of their statement is their perception that welfare recipients were no
longer being positioned as deficient and entitled by such disempowering discourses;
rather, they were included in the broader community and their disadvantage and
poverty was finally placed in a social context. This sense of inclusion had significant
impacts on participants’ emotional wellbeing; participant four said: “I actually felt
like I was actually part of a community, [it] made a huge difference”. The role of
social inclusion in experiences of wellbeing is clear, as the experience of being
understood and included impacted participants’ sense of self and others in society
leading to improved emotional wellbeing.
The discursive change also worked to remove stigma associated with welfare
recipients, which benefitted participants’ emotional wellbeing. Research
demonstrated that poverty stigma – the belief of welfare recipients as lacking in
worth as humans, such as that constituted via neoliberal discourses – has negative
implications for emotional and physical health as recipients deal with the
psychological effects of stigma along with the material exclusion from society
(Ruetter et al., 2009). This is supported by the findings from this study; all
participants experienced dehumanisation and devaluation by the social security
system and benefitted from the discursive change. Significantly, in contrast to their
experience under Newstart, participant four suggested that under the Jobseeker
discursive change: “I felt like I was human . . . it’s nice to feel like you’ve been
heard.” Reducing stigma was experienced as a ‘humanising’ feeling as participants
were no longer separated and rejected as a subclass of human beings, but rather
positively valued and included into society through the JobSeeker payment and
accompanying discursive shift.
The impact of discursive change on immediate and future wellbeing was
significant; one participant reflected that the discursive shift was ‘probably going to
be the biggest impact’ of the changes in 2020. Participant one expressed their desire
for future change through social momentum towards strengthening the security net
as it was now acknowledged that social instability can impact on anyone. Aside from
the immediate emotional improvement of the discursive shift for participants, this
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foregrounding of their hope for future change suggests that a long-term discursive
shift would have long-term benefits for their wellbeing.
The findings of the current study demonstrate that with a higher income and
perceptions of reduced stigmatisation, participants experienced better overall
wellbeing. The link found in this study between discourses that value welfare
recipients and higher wellbeing is supported by research into different welfare state
regimes, as the literature suggests that recipients’ experiences are shaped by welfare
states (Hannah et al., 2020); social democratic regimes like Scandinavian countries,
for example, promote a high standard of living as opposed to meeting minimal
needs, while Anglo-Saxon regimes such as Australia involve means-tested principles
and stigmatisation of recipients (Bambra & Eikemo, 2008). Anglo-Saxon welfare
states have the lowest generosity of income protection, and the negative health
effects of stigma may be higher in such countries compared to socialist welfare
regimes and are generally associated with worse overall population health (Bambra
& Eikemo, 2008), while higher generosity is associated with lower poverty and
higher living standards (Scruggs & Allan, 2006). In line with this research, in this
study participants’ capacity for self-efficacy and experiences of life improvements
contradicts neoliberal discourse about welfare recipients as lacking in such capacity
and positioning of a higher income as a disincentive to independence and
contribution to society. Rather, the low income was experienced by participants as a
barrier to these outcomes. Discourses that positioned welfare recipients as worthy
human beings in society led to improved emotional wellbeing for participants in this
study, which was also enacted through policy changes and allowed participants to
become active agents within their own lives and in society.
The significant finding of this study was that both level of income and
discourse in society acted as gatekeepers to participants’ wellbeing experiences
during 2020, with the data providing evidence of what an income above the poverty
line together with a discursive shift away from neoliberal ideas does for wellbeing.
The data demonstrated that an income above the poverty line does not act as a
disincentive as dominant discourse seems to assume, but rather removes barriers
enabling the fulfilment of welfare recipients’ basic needs and their inclusion into
society. Improvements to wellbeing were twofold across the material and social
aspects; participants were provided with the physical means with which to empower
themselves and were equally empowered by discourse of welfare recipients that
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positioned them as worthy and human. When participants experienced higher
wellbeing, they felt better about themselves and their place within society, leading to
further engagement with their own lives and the wider community due to their
newfound resources, self-efficacy, and inclusion by society.

Limitations
There are notable limitations to the present study. Firstly, there were difficulties in
recruitment as a fifth participant was not able to be acquired in the time limits of this
project. Findings cannot be generalised to a larger population due to the small
sample size along with the nature of this project as a qualitative study. One element
of improving the rigor of a qualitative study under Colaizzi’s thematic analysis
involves the use of member checking; however, this was not completed due to time
constraints. While claims cannot be made regarding other individuals’ experience of
wellbeing while receiving JobSeeker, the nature of this qualitative research allows
for rich descriptions of the phenomena and the use of critical discourse analysis for
deeper insight.

Conclusion
This study aimed to explore the experiences of wellbeing for JobSeeker recipients;
critical discourse analysis has shown how income and discourses of welfare
recipients are critical to the wellbeing of those who access social security in
Australia by allowing financial independence and social inclusion when discourse
positions welfare recipients as valued members of society. The findings
demonstrated that income was a central factor in participants’ poverty experiences;
while there were other factors identified that had positive and negative effects on
participants’ wellbeing, all identified level of income as the gatekeeper to their
experiences of wellbeing and disadvantage. Without the material resources necessary
to fulfill basic needs, participants struggled to overcome disadvantage created by the
income support payment, having to utilise other means of financial income and
support as buffers against this. The increase in income in April 2020 via JobSeeker
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alleviated financial hardship and its associated stress, having positive flow-on effects
onto participants’ mental, physical, social, and community wellbeing. Having
material resources allowed participants to meet their wellbeing needs, a key aspect of
which was self-efficacy. The income allowed freedom of choice and participants
described experiences of moving out of disenfranchised positions and securing their
long-term wellbeing. Participants also experienced the emotional benefits of having
control and agency within their lives.
Dominant discourses of welfare recipients were explored as participants
described their decreased emotional wellbeing when they were positioned negatively
within the system and experienced institutionalised stigma. Findings reveal that there
was a discursive shift in 2020 with the implementation of JobSeeker. Discourse
shifted from neoliberal values of self-reliance to acknowledgment of the social
context of disadvantage during the pandemic, which led to welfare recipients being
positioned as worthy of support. Participants described their awareness of this
discursive change and experienced significant emotional improvements due to the
reduction of poverty stigma. Further data on the supplement removal and reemergence of the dominant, neoliberal discourse towards the end of 2020
demonstrated how this had an immediate, negative impact on participants’
wellbeing. This gives further credence to the idea that income and discourse are
gatekeepers to wellbeing experiences as welfare recipients.
These findings are in opposition to neoliberal discourse, as the beliefs
underpinning this discourse frame government responsibility for providing income
support to its citizens as a ‘burden’, with paid employment valued over ‘reliance’.
This results in income support payments below the poverty line and punitive
obligations in return for such a payment, in order to restrict access to social security
(Engels, 2006). Social security from a neoliberal perspective is seen as the means
through which morally and behaviourally lacking citizens can be motivated into
getting a job; the results of the current study supported by a wealth of research show
this is harmful to recipients and ironically, causes the very issues it claims to address
by embedding poverty through policy decisions.
The return to the previous low-income payment and the negative discourses
of welfare recipients led to an immediate and significant loss of wellbeing for
participants in this study, with participant four describing their dismay at welfare
recipients “getting left behind” with society “recorrecting” itself. To go from
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experiencing a “whole new world” on the initial JobSeeker rate, to facing
homelessness and unemployment on the low JobSeeker rate highlights the necessity
of embedding the positive social changes discussed in this study. Participants
described facing the return to financial hardship and social exclusion at the end of
2020 and experienced multidimensional poverty at the time interviews took place in
2021. Policy changes reflected the discourse of welfare recipients as no longer
deserving of support and the supplement was subsequently removed, pushing
potentially hundreds of thousands into poverty (Grudnoff, 2020) with a return to an
income below the poverty line.
This study is significant in its field as it is the first in-depth qualitative
phenomenological study that looks at wellbeing in Australia’s social security
context; this study demonstrated the improvements to individual wellbeing when
welfare recipients receive an income above the poverty line and supports arguments
in favour of increasing JobSeeker above the poverty line. Due to the policy changes
being only recent, this study supports the limited research available on wellbeing
improvements for welfare recipients on JobSeeker in 2020; it also supports the
wealth of literature that has examined the relationship between a low-income
payment and low wellbeing and subsequent advocacy for an increase to welfare
payments. As this study provides further evidence for the outcomes of such an
increase, it renders it difficult to justify keeping income support below the poverty
line under the guise of avoiding giving recipients a ‘disincentive’ for finding paid
employment, as this is directly discredited by the experiences of participants in this
study. This particular discourse is in clear disconnect with the reality of how income
and discourse impacts on the wellbeing of those accessing social security.

Recommendations
The central recommendation of this research is a return to the 2020 JobSeeker
payment and the accompanying discourse that values and humanises those accessing
social security. Recommendations for further research include measuring public
opinion of welfare recipients to further gauge changes in perception; for example, for
those who went onto Centrelink for the first time during the pandemic, did they
differentiate themselves to those who were already on Centrelink before the
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pandemic, maintaining the dominant discourse? Or did they also experience the
discursive change? Did the discursive shift have any long-term impacts on people
such as through their voting decisions, despite a return to the dominant discourse?
Further recommendations include exploring strategies to challenge the dominant
discourse of the welfare recipient, by engaging both the public and policy makers
with the physical reality of how the social security system currently operates under
neoliberal discourse, and of the lives of those who access social security in Australia.
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